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OCALA PRIOR TO 1868
Uncommonly colorful in its historical background,
Ocala, the seat of justice of Marion county, held a
position of unique importance among the towns of
central Florida in the early days of our statehood.
Among the older settlements and so situated geographically that through it must pass the pioneers pressing
southward its influence was soon felt, for interwoven
with its sturdy agricultural and industrial progress
we find the glamour of a social life that left lasting
impress upon educational and political activities
throughout a large part of the State.
From the time of the Timucua Indians, found here
by those bold adventurers of Spain in 1539, the tale
unfolds with vivid scenes of action-Spaniards forcing blood-marked trails through forest and swamp;
Seminoles obliterating the Timucua tribes ; negro
slaves from nearby states seeking refuge with those
savages, who later wreaked cruel vengeance upon the
white settlers encroaching upon their domain, and
later, following the-tragic incidents of a long and costly
strife, the mournful farewell of the Indians deported
to the West; and the converting of the wilderness into
well-tilled plantations, soon to be abandoned by their
owners for the battle grounds of the War for Southern
Independence.
From across the sea comes our first description of
this fair country-side, for several of those accompanying that intrepid warrior Hernando de Soto in his
memorable march through Florida recorded. so minutely the journey through the Indian “province of
Ocali”’that there can be little doubt of his passage
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through this locality. 1 Having pressed inland from the
Gulf, the Spaniards, lured by stories of the vast wealth
of the tribes having as their chief Ocali passed into
the province bearing his name, and “at length arrived
at the principal village, called after the Cacique, 'Ocali’,
containing 600 houses.” . . .
“Close by the village ran a wide and deep river,
with precipitous banks:“ 2 This river was probably the
Ocklawaha and it is thought that the Spaniards reached
it near the spot where Fort Fowle 3 was later situated,
some six miles east of the present city of Ocala. In
this village were found large quantities of nuts, maize,
vegetables and fruits, and after provisioning the army
and overcoming the opposition of the Indians, the
Spaniards constructed a rude bridge across the river
and proceeded on their march.
After the failure of De Soto to establish settlements, the Indians were left in undisputed possession
of this portion of Florida for nearly three centuries,
but although the name Ocala is of Indian origin, it
does not seem possible that it was in continuous use
during these years.
Ocali (variously spelled 4 “Ocali”, “Ocale”, “Cale”
and “Etocale” in the several different accounts of the
expedition) is from the Timucua tongue. By 1750 the
Seminoles had driven out the Timucua tribes, and their
language entirely disappeared. It is commonly thought
1
Concerning DeSoto’s route there is much difference of
opinion. John Westcott, surveyor-general of Florida from 1852
to 1859, made a careful study of the description and distances
given in the Spanish narratives and places the route through
what is now Marion county, passing within a few miles of
the site of Ocala. See, Westcott: DeSoto in Florida. His
Route
from Tampa Bay to St. Marks. Palatka, 1888. map No. 3.
2
Irving, Conquest of Florida, New York, 1851, pp. 98, 101.
3
Old maps show Fort Fowle on the Ocklawaha River about
three4 miles east of Fort King.
The Knight of Elvas spells it Cale, La Vega Ocali, Ranjel
Ocale and Biedma calls it Etocale.
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that the word Ocala in the form it is now used, means
plenteous or abundant, but those who have made a
study of fragments of this lost language state that its
exact meaning is unknown. 5
Years after the Timucua had vanished, when a
name was sought for the new county seat, 6 Ocala was
chosen, probably by someone familiar with the records
of the Spanish invaders ; and with rare appropriateness, the name of the Indian village of more than three
hundred years previous was restored. There seems no
possibility of determining by whom the name was
first suggested, 7 but it is certain that it dates back to
the tribes which occupied this portion of the peninsula before the coming of the Seminoles.
Of the events of intervening years. little is known.
We read of the establishment of an Indian agency and
later a military post "on the southern frontier of Alachua.” This agency was located about 1825, and was
called Camp King, but in 1827 was designated Fort
King. 8 As the town of Ocala did not grow haphazard
from gradual increase in population but was carefully
planned and laid out as a county seat, county and city
history are intermingled, and to understand the latter we must trace its beginning to the little settlement
gathered for protection near the fort.
Here, in the attempt to rid this part of Florida of
the Seminoles, many stirring events occurred. Nearby
were the homes of Osceola, Charlie Amathla, Micano5
Dr. John R. Swanton, of the Smithsonian Institute, an
authority on ethnology, states that the meaning of Ocala, or
Ocali, is unknown.
6
In 1846.
7
Many old residents state that this name was chosen by
Mrs. John G. Reardon; others think it was given by David
Bruton who surveyed the new town site.
8
Records of the War Department.
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pah and other Indian leaders, 9 and at Fort King several important councils took place between representatives of the “Great Father” at Washington and Indian
chieftains. Here Osceola was confined for a time,
and here, after his release, he directed the killing of
the commanding officer of the fort, Gen. Wiley Thompson, together with Lt. Constantine Smith and several
civilians. Not far to the southward was Battle Pond,
the scene of another ambush in which several other
soldiers lost their lives in an unexpected attack by the
Indians. 10
Although Fort King was finally abandoned March
25, 1843, 11 the trading post and small cluster of settlers remained after the last soldiers had been ordered
elsewhere.
The Governor approved an act of the Legislative
Council of the Territory of Florida, March 18th, 1844, 12
9

Osceola had his home near Bradley’s Pond, about three
miles southwest of Ocala. Amathla, or Emathla, as he was
commonly known, lived in the western part of Marion county
near the little town which yet bears his name. He was killed
by Osceola because of his advice to the Indians that they accept the offer of the Government to deport them to the West.
Gold which Amathla had received from the sale of cattle was
scattered through the woods by Osceola, who scornfully refused
to make use of money obtained from their white enemies.
There have been many attempts to locate buried treasure here,
inspired no doubt, by this story. Amathla’s body is said to
have been buried in a cedar casket by his white friends, and
his grave is near those of his benefactors on the estate of E.
B. Weathers, north west of Ocala. Micanopy, a small town just
across the Alachua county line north of Ocala, took its name
from Mickanopah.
10
Fairbanks and other authorities relate this incident. That
of Battle Pond is vouched for by W. E. McGahagin, (son of
Joshua L. McGahagin) whose kindly interest and aid have
made possible much of this sketch.
11
Records of the War Department.
12
There were subsequent changes of boundaries, and the
county was re-organized July 24th, 1845. Further changes were
enacted by the legislature Dec. 25th, 1846, a date frequently
quoted in connection with the beginning of the county. These
dates are from the Florida statutes, and this information was
given by H. Clay Crawford, Secretary of State.
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the establishment of the new county of Marion,. and
provided that the county seat should be located temporarily at Fort King until a permanent site should be
selected by the voters of the county. Here was-held
a meeting of the inhabitants of East Florida to discuss the admission of the territory as a state, and in
the humble log buildings of the little community was
held the first court and the first county business transacted.
The location of Fort King, on a grassy knoll in
pine timbered country, near a small lake bordered by
magnificent oak trees, would seem an ideal spot, and
one cannot but wonder that another location should
have been desired. Perhaps memories of horrible
deeds enacted here urged a change, and attracted by
springs and creeks of clear cold water three miles to
the westward, the present site of the Marion county
court house was chosen. 13 From then to now this site
has been retained although three buildings have successively replaced that first crude structure.
At the time of the selection of a permanent site,
Silver Springs was considered as a possible location
for the new town, but at that time nearby swamps
were undrained and this was not thought to be as
healthy a locality as that to the west of Fort King.
An obstacle in the selection of a site was the necessity of taking for the court house a plot of ground
not included in the old Spanish land grants, of which
there were eleven within the boundaries of the county.
Those nearest to the site selected were the Alvarez,
Sanchez, Perpall and Hijuelos, all of which were given
by the Spanish Governor Don Jose Coppinger to individuals in his favor, or to those having performed
some service to the Spanish crown.
13

As told by Frank E. Harris, Sr.
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A large portion of the present city of Ocala is built
upon property later purchased from heirs of Antonio
Alvarez, to whom Coppinger made a grant on December l7th, 1817. The Sanchez grant, of December 7th,
1817, was originally made to Don Thomas de Aguilas
and afterwards assigned to F. P. Sanchez, and on this
same date a grant was made to Dona Catalina de Jesus
Hijuelos, mother of Francisca de Entradgo, of the
Third Battalion of Cuba, who died from wounds received while in the service of his country. This grant
was located in what was known as the Big Hammock
(southwest of the present city) near “a river called
OKE-COKA, five miles therefrom,” and was bounded
on the east by the land of Thomas de Aguilas, and
on the north by property granted January 12th, 1818,
to Don Gabriel G. Perpall. 14
Discrepancies often occur in the old records and in
the description of the Hijuelos grant, there is a question as to what stream the name “OKE-COKA, five
miles therefrom,” was applied, as the Ocklawaha river
at its nearest point is twice that distance, while the
Withlacoochee is even further from this property.
Alvarez and Sanchez are names perpetuated in
streets of Ocala today, and Indian names, derived from
old legends, used in designating Ocala streets are Wenona, Watula, Tuscawilla and Ocklawaha. A beautiful
drive, extending across the city is known as Fort King
Avenue, and leads eastward towards the site of the
old military reservation. Crossing this is Osceola
14
See American State Papers. Public Lands. Vol. IV.
Spanish grants other than those mentioned were made to G.
I. F. Clarke, J. M. Hernandez, J. E. M. Arredondo, F. M.
Arredondo, Thos. Clarke, J. Broward, and S. Fernandez. The
grants to Antonio Alvarez and Dona Catalina de Jesus de los
Hijuelos were both made on Dec. 7th, 1817 through the Spanish governor, Don Jose Coppinger. For all grants see Marion
County records; and those in the Land Office, Gainesville.
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street, so called in memory of the fearless leader of
the Seminoles.
Governor Wm. D. Moseley on October 31st, 1845,
appointed the first board of county commissioners including Thomas Barnes, Abraham Geiger, John Morrison, Cotton Rawls, 15 with John M. McIntosh as chairman. At this time E. D. Howse was appointed sheriff
and John G. Reardon county treasurer. A few months
earlier, on July 26th, John M. McIntosh had been made
judge of probate and Samuel Mattier tax assessor. 16
The earliest minutes of this board are dated Fort King,
February 20th, 1846, 17 and at a meeting held six days
later the board resolved “that from and after this
date the county site shall be known by the name
‘Ocala’ ". 18
The postoffice was officially put into Marion
County September 12th, 1845, and the name changed
to Ocala, September 14th, 1847. 19 It is interesting to
note, in this connection, that within little more than
two years, the postoffice was changed from Fort King,
Alachua County, Territory of Florida, to Ocala, Marion
County, State of Florida. John G. Reardon was the
first postmaster at Fort King, and William Roberts
was first postmaster under the name Ocala. 20
The greater portion of Marion County was set off
from Alachua County (including Fort King) and the
first legal instrument appearing in the Marion County
records is headed “Alachua county, December 21st,
1844”, 21 and has to do with the transfer of slaves. This
15

Cotton Rawls was one of those appointed by the governor
but there is nothing in the records to indicate that he served
on the board of commissioners. But it is known that he assisted David Bruton in the survey of the county seat and otherwise16aided in affairs of the county.
Information from H. Clay Crawford,. Secretary of State.
17
From Minutes of the County Commissioners, Book A., p. 1.
18
Ibid.
21

p. 5 19 20 Records of Postmaster General, Washington.
First entries in old deed book, Marion County court house.
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as well as the second deed, bears the signature of Alexander McLeod, as clerk, although the latter is dated
Marion County, April 29th, 1845; showing that business was transacted under the name Marion County
early in the year 1845.
The original survey of Ocala, known as the Old
Survey, was made in 1846 by David Bruton, 22 as set
out by a bill submitted to the county commissioners
at their meeting at Fort King, on April 6th, 1846.
This year marked the beginning of a “publick
road)" 23 from Ocala to Fort Butler on the St. Johns,
and the division of the county into four road districts
with commissioners appointed over each. 24 The old
military road from the northern boundary of the
State passed through Fort McCoy and Fort King and
led to Fort Brooke, on Tampa Bay, and this and other
trails from early army posts gave access to different
parts of the county as well as to more distant points.‘”
22
David Bruton was born in South Carolina in 1804 and
came to Florida when about thirty-five years of age, settling
at Newnansville, Alachua County. He was a lieutenant during
the Indian wars and as a surveyor did much work in both
Alachua and Marion counties. His name appears on many
maps and on the “Old Survey” of Ocala. Recently surveyors
found his initials on an old rock section-line marker in the
Jewish cemetery. His daughter, Mrs. Sue Bruton Frink is
prominent among the few living who have been residents of
Ocala since its earliest days. Mrs. Frink was born on the
Bruton plantation, nine miles west of Ocala, in March, 1846, the
year in which Ocala was established. To Mrs. Frink’s remarkable memory and generous assistance the writer is deeply
indebted.
23
Minutes of County Commissioners, Book A, p. 9.
24
From records of County Commissioners, Book A, pp. 8-9.
These commissioners were : 1st. District - Edward Dennison,
2nd. District - Jas.
Emanuel Martin, Adrian Waterman.
Bleach, W. D. Branch, J. J. Willis. 3rd. District - John McNeill, Hoppe Motte and Little Berry Branch. 4th DistrictKenneth Morrison, R. H. Williams and J. L. McGahagin.
25
Early maps of Marion County show Ft. King, Ft. McCoy,
and Ft. Fowle, all near the Ocklawaha River; Ft. Drane, Ft.
Wheelock and Ft. Russell in the vicinity of Orange Lake; Ft.
Hook to the westward, and Camp Izzard on the Withlacoochee.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol6/iss2/5

.

8

Ott: Ocala Prior to 1868

93
An amusing story is told of the first white man
to erect a dwelling upon the spot near which the court
house and town were later established. James Cobea
was a trapper, and his house, the first to be built in
Ocala, was merely a one-room hut standing near the
site of the Commercial Bank of to-day. He had been
an Indian fighter and like many others of these soldiers was given a government bounty grant of forty
acres. He lived for a time in his little shack, but had
a poor opinion of his property and disgustedly thrust
his pre-emption papers into a gopher hole, declaring
that this slow moving animal had more use for the
land than he did. Later when E. D. Howse purchased
his claim Cobea’s respect for his ownership increased,
but he could not produce the papers so lightly thrown
away and the deal was only effected by obtaining copies
of his application from Washington. 26
On April 27th, 1847, Abraham Geiger and Thomas
Barnes were appointed to receive bids for the court
house. This was a one story building, 20 by 80 feet,
and the contract was let to James Caruthers for the
sum of $225, with an allowance of $80.00 for interior
fittings. To James Ellis was awarded the contract
for jury rooms, for the sum of $140. 27 A log jail was
later erected on the northeast corner of the square,
but there being much opposition to its location, it was
soon moved to the lot now occupied by the city hall.
On the removal of the court from Fort King to
Ocala, land surrounding the new site was divided into
small tracts and sold at public out-cry. Streets were
laid out and the commissioners provided that those
bounding the public square should be ninety-nine feet
in width, while others were given sixty-six feet, thus
looking for future growth. It is regretted that action
26
This story is vouched for by Mrs. R. A. Carleton, Mrs.
S. B. Frink and W. E. McGahagin, old residents of Ocala.
27
Records of County Commissioners, Book A, p. 21.
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taken some time later reduced these streets to fiftynine and forty feet respectively. 28 Had these original
plans been maintained, the motor traffic of to-day
would be a less difficult problem.
Many of the first residents of the county were those
hardy veterans of the Indian wars to whom were
awarded bounty grants of land from the government.
These establishing themselves, sent to the other southern states from which they had come for their relatives. Interested no doubt by the migration of neighbors, many wealthy people from the Carolinas and
Georgia moved into this part of Florida. These became large landowners, and among the plantations of
Marion County were some of the best in the state.
Among these planters we find names which through
succeeding years have become a vital force in public
life. Those of Marshall, Owens, Keitt, Waldo, Broome,
Bullock, Martin, Gary, Pinkston, Helvenson, Vogt,
Taylor, Williams, Brantley, Blitch, Harris, Caldwell,
Howard, McGahagin, Pyles, Rogers, Foy, Waterman,
Badger, Bruton, Harrison, Carleton, Bailey, Allred,
Pasteur, Frink, Atkinson, Mitchell, Payne, and others
were included among those established within a few
miles of Ocala.
Cotton was extensively raised, also sugarcane, corn,
and other food crops. Practically every plantation
was provided with its gin and sugar mill with all other
necessary agricultural equipment and it is said that
the slaves here were particularly well trained in the
making of farming implements and in building.
By 1846, when the city of Ocala was laid out, the
Indians had been pushed to the southward and in the
fighting which continued lower in the State, Ocala
had many representatives among the troops. St.
George Rogers, first a captain, was placed in charge
28

Ibid.

p. 28.
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of ten companies with the rank of colonel in the fighting of 1857. Robert Bullock raised and led a volunteer company of Indian fighters, and Joshua L. McGahagin, a plantation owner of Long Swamp (now
Belleview), did effective work as captain of a company of scouts in patrol duty on the southern boundary of the county. 29
As new settlers arrived and the community grew,
there came missionaries and religious leaders. As
De Soto’s army was accompanied by a number of
priests, it is probable that the first Christian services
were conducted by them or by others of the Roman
Catholic faith, who early undertook the conversion
of the Indian tribes. But the first missionary of whom
we have authentic record in this county was Isaac
Boring, 30 Methodist, who visited “Camp King” in 1828,
and gained permission to talk to the soldiers on “the
Sabbath” but was not given an opportunity to address
them as his visit happened to be on a week-day.
One of the earliest to make a regular circuit through
Ocala was Rev. John C. Ley of the Methodist faith,
whose route, covered on horseback, extended from Pilatka to Tampa, and whose yearly remuneration was
but $38.50. Mr. Ley in writing of his work gives a
picture of the village in 1849. 31
The most important place in the circuit was Ocala. In
1846 the county seat was moved there. At the time I came to
29
Robert Bullock (father of Judge W. S. Bullock and R.
B. Bullock, prominent attorneys of Ocala) was born at Oxford,
N. C., in 1828, and came to Fort King when only sixteen years
of age. He was a leading figure in all matters pertaining to
the growth of Ocala and held many public offices. J. L. McGahagin came to Marion County from Georgia in 1842 and
settled at Long Swamp where he had a large plantation. He
and his brother Wm. McGahagin (for whom his son W. E.
McGahagin, of this city, is named) took active part in affairs
relative to county administration.
30
From Boring’s diary, quoted in Fifty-two Years in Florida by Rev. J. C. Ley, Nashville, 1899, p. 42.
31
Ibid. p. 74.
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the circuit there was a court house built of pine poles, which
served for all public purposes. It served as a church for all
denominations, also as a public hall and theatre. There were
three stores, kept by Messrs. Tison and Harris, E. D. Howse,
and A. D. Waterman, a doggery 32 and post office south of the
square kept by Wm. Roberts, and a small hotel where the Ocala
House now stands. I suppose fifteen families constituted the
town. A missionary had been there and a society organized.

The first marriage license recorded in Marion
County was issued to James C. Ballard and Adeline
Beall, November 29th, 1845, by Alexander McLeod,
Clerk. 33 Here we find the name of John Tucker, “minister of the Gospel” as having performed the ceremony.
Although nothing is known of this early divine, two
names frequently appearing in connection with the
first marriages in the county are those of S. F. Halliday, 34 a Presbyterian minister who was one of the first
county commissioners, and that of William Connell, a
Baptist preacher, who was an early comer from Barnwell, S. C., and was grandfather of Mrs. Sue Bruton
Frink of Ocala. In those days it was often difficult to
secure a minister, so when one could be had double and
even triple weddings often occurred, the guests coming
from near and far.
The Methodist was the first congregation to erect
a house of worship, and secured for its church a large
lot one block south of the court house. 35 Here, in 1850,
the first church in Ocala was built, and although a
fine brick edifice has replaced the original little pine
___________

.

32

Doggery - a place where liquor was sold.
Old license book p. 1, office of county judge.
34
S. F. Halliday was born in Schraalenburgh, N. J. in 1811,
and became a Presbyterian minister, serving at Jacksonville
and Mandarin in 1837. He settled at Lake Weir, sixteen miles
south of Ocala, in 1841. He was not only a member of the first
board of county commissioners, but was first elected clerk of
the circuit and was appointed receiver of moneys in 1849.
35
Data secured from old residents and from history of
Methodist Church by Mrs. J. B. Ley, published in Woman’s
Club Edition, Ocala Star, April 7th, 1912.
33
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structure and the frame building which succeeded it,
the site has never been changed. This church was organized with a membership of ten, of which Ebenezer
J. Harris 36 was chairman of the board and was prominent in all affairs of organization and building. The
labor of construction was done by slaves and like many
other churches of this time it contained a gallery of
seats for them.
The Baptist church was next to organize (1850)
and was composed of five charter members. In 1851
a lot was secured and shortly afterwards a church
erected. 37 In this undertaking the leading spirit was
Mrs. Frances Rosa Gary, wife of S. M. G. Gary. 38
Both Mr. and Mrs. Gary were active in every civic
undertaking and for their wisely directed and unceasing efforts towards the advancement of public
welfare, Ocala owes a lasting debt of gratitude. A
number of other denominations were represented, but
these were the only two church buildings in Ocala
until after the War, and use of them was freely granted
36
Ebenezer J. Harris, early resident of Ocala, was prominent in many activities. For many years he owned the Harris
Hotel (later known as the Ocala House), and owned a large
tanyard. His interest and support of the Methodist church is
attested by a memorial placed in two of the stained glass
windows of the present building, one of which bears the picture of Mr. Harris and one that of his wife. He was uncle of
Frank E. Harris, Sr., of the Ocala Banner.
37
Information verified by papers in the possession of W.
T. Gary, of Ocala, son of S. M. G. Gary.
38
S. M. G. Gary was born in Cokesbury, S. C. in 1828. He
was a lawyer by profession, moved to Ocala, in 1850 and took
active part in its civic life. He represented Marion County
in the Florida secession convention and at the beginning of the
War commanded a company of infantry. When wounded, after
a year’s active service, he was transferred to cavalry and acted as aide to his brother, Gen. M. W. Gary (who was with
Lee at the surrender). At the close of hostilities, he held the
rank of colonel and returned to Ocala where he again took a
prominent part in public affairs. Col. Gary was the first to
advocate the planting of citrus trees for profit and named the
famous Parson Brown orange. He died in Ocala in 1886.
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for services of all creeds. The first Sunday school was
a union one held in the Methodist church with Mrs.
Gary as superintendent.
The oldest cemetery in Ocala is Evergreen, where
mellowed stones mark the resting places of many
early settlers. The first grave dug here was for a
newcomer, a man named Thigpen, who died in 1850. 39
His given name was unknown and all efforts to locate
his relatives were unavailing. He, no doubt, like many
others who braved the hardships of pioneer days
passed into the beyond unmourned. But a permanent
marker has been placed on his grave, and in the care
given it one is reminded of the fellowship and generosity which characterized these early years when
hospitality was freely accorded to both friend and
stranger.
That Ocala soon took an important place politically is evidenced by its newspapers, for in less than
a year after the town was established a weekly paper
was put into circulation, and several other publications,
including the only agricultural paper in the State, were
printed here prior to the War. The first of these was
the Ocala Argus, 40 established in 1847, published and
edited by George M. Grouard, Jr. A copy of this paper
is in the possession of Frank E. Harris, Sr., bearing
the date line “Ocala, E. F., Thursday, Jan. 4th, 1849,
Vol. 2, No. 26.” Under its name are these words:
“Devoted to Justice-Judge from our Acts-the Ends
we aim at are our Country’s, God’s and Truth’s”.
A competitor to the Argus, the Marion Star, was
launched in 1851 with D. M. McCrimmon as editor
39

Mrs. Sue Bruton Frink tells of the effort to locate relatives of Thigpen. Mrs. Frink, whose home is near the old
cemetery, has given it through the years devoted care and
assisted in the marking of this first grave.
40
The Argus is mentioned in records of the county commissioners in 1847.
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and J. A. Anderson and Co. as publishers. 41 This was
succeeded in less than a year by The Conservator, 42
owned and managed by Lewis C. Gaines, an ex-Indian
fighter. We do not know how long the Conservator
existed, but in the following year, we find frequent
mention of the Tropical Farmer 43 referred to as “the
only agricultural paper south of the Potomac”, issued
by Mr. Gaines. However exaggerated this statement,
the establishment of this sheet was of no small moment, for Marion County was already making marked
progress in agriculture, and its support of a newspaper
devoted to the interests of the planters is significant
of the scale of their operations.
Other newspapers following these were the Ocala
Mirror 44 in 1857, the Cotton States and the Florida
Home Companion. 45 The latter was established shortly
before the war between the states and was published
by Chas. Reynolds. Later it was bought by T. F.
Smith, its name changed to The Ocala Banner and in
1866 was taken over by Frank E. Harris, who has the
distinction of having been its owner and editor for
more than sixty years, during which time he has won
the respect and admiration of the people of all Florida.
Reflected in the press we find forebodings of the
41
No copies of this paper have been found, but its appearance is mentioned in the Floridian and Journal, Tallahassee,
June 14th, 1851; also in the Ancient City, St. Augustine, of
the same date. All references from the Floridian and Journal,
and the Ancient City, are made from copies of these newspapers in the library of J. C. Yonge, of Pensacola.
42
The Conservator is mentioned in the Ancient City, St.
Augustine, Sept. 27th, 1851.
43
The Tropical Farmer is mentioned in the Ancient City,
St. Augustine, Oct. 23rd, 1852.
44
The Ocala Mirror is mentioned in records of the county
commissioners in 1854, and references to the Cotton States are
found which show that it was published during the War, but
the exact dates cannot be ascertained,
45
Information as to the Florida Home Companion and the
Ocala Banner supplied by Frank E. Harris, Sr.
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gathering storm. In its prospectus, in 1851, the Marion
Star 46 declares itself “Devoted to the rights of the
South, the Constitution, and the Union”, urging that
party polities be hushed, and that foes to constitutional
freedom and southern liberty “be spared not.” On
March 13th, 1850, a public meeting was held in Ocala,
at which resolutions were passed inviting delegates
from East Florida to assemble here on April 25th for
the purpose of selecting representatives to attend a
meeting in Nashville, Tennessee, in June following.
The Nashville Convention was “earnestly commended
to the attention of Southern people, its object being to
promote harmony in Southern action against the hostile and dangerous tendencies of Northern fanaticism”.
The Ocala gathering was presided over by C. M. Mitchell, with John G. Reardon as secretary. The committee on resolutions was composed of M. J. Paine, W.
S. Haines, J. G. Reardon, D. Provence and Stephen
Bryan. 47
Despite the disquiet thus voiced we find the proverbial calm before the tempest, for in 1850 the community was entering upon an era of prosperity and
progress. Perhaps the single event of greatest importance in its history was the locating in Ocala of
the first public institution of learning established by
the State. In 1851 the legislature decided to found
two seminaries, one east, and the other west of the
Suwannee River. 48 Influenced by its central location
and by the generous offers made 49 by the people
46

Quoted in the Ancient City, St. Augustine, July 5th, 1851.
Ancient City, St. Augustine, Mar. 25th, 1850.
48
Act passed Jan. 6th, 1853.
49
The inducements offered by the town of Ocala through
S. S. Burton, who already conducted a small school -here, included “16 town lots in a square, valued at $200 each, also a
together with two other
building standing thereon ...
buildings erected on said lots, the three valued at $3,800, also
$1,600 in money.” Senate Journal, 1854, p. 329.
47
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of Ocala through their agent, S. S. Burton, the East
Florida Seminary was established here in 1853, and
antedated by several years the founding of the seminary in West Florida.
The Seminary opened under S. S. Burton as principal, and its board of education was composed of L.
C. Gaines, J. E. Williams and John M. Taylor. 50 Its
faculty numbered four, and during its first year some
sixty students were enrolled. The institution was coeducational, and had a wide curriculum, including
Greek, Latin, and arts, as well as all routine subjects.
It grew rapidly and for many years was a coveted asset. Its second principal was J. G. Bowman, and another of prominence who served for several years as
its head was S. D. McConnell. Others on its educational board during its infancy were W. S. Harris,
J. M. McIntosh, S. M. G. Gary and Dr. Tommey. 51
Until 1857, when the county commissioners first
made provision to assist in the support, there were
few schools and the Seminary was of inestimable
value to the community. There were at this time several private schools, one of which was the Freestone
Springs Academy a few miles southwest of Ocala, conducted by Chas. H. Bernheim, a Lutheran minister. 52
There was private instruction given at ‘several of the
plantations, tutors in the families of the planters often
including in their classes children from neighboring
localities.
In 1858 H. L. Hart established a six horse stage
coach between Pilatka (the town’s early spelling) 53 and
Ocala. Later, stages were in use between Gainesville,
50

Ibid.
Senate Journal - 1854-1859.
Told by W. E. McGahagin.
53
Verified by items in Minutes of County Commissioners,
May, 1858.
51

52
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Ocala, Brooksville and Tampa, these taking the place
of riders for mail service.
Ocala was the gateway through which many newcomers passed and soon became of importance commercially, supplies being shipped in large quantities to
settlements in South Florida. Silver Springs, some
six miles to the east, a spot of surpassing beauty, afforded a deep basin and navigable stream to the Ocklawaha river; and not many years after placing stages
in use, Mr. Hart headed a company which operated
steamboats from Palatka via the St. Johns into the
Ocklawaha River and thence to Silver Springs. The
boats carried both passengers and freight and brought
visitors to Ocala long before the advent of railroads.
Industrially, Ocala had in addition to her rich crops,
varied activities. For many years there was a tanyard
here owned by E. J. Harris, with a prosperous business. Brick manufacturing was done on a large scale,
and a steam mill (a rare piece of machinery in this
part of the state at that time) cut lumber and also
served to grind corn.
Estimates that have come down to us as to Ocala’s
early population vary. It was a thriving community
during the ‘50’s, but any attempt to number its residents of that date would be difficult, for included in
the settlement were plantation holders scattered over
a wide area ; and having no defined civic boundaries
there is much difference of opinion as to its population before the War.
In an address made by S. S. Burton, first principal of the East Florida Seminary, in 1852, he states
that Ocala then had 1,000 inhabitants, and Marion
County 7,000. This must have been much in excess
of the actual number, particularly in regard to the
county, for the first Federal census for Marion gives
it 3,338 residents in 1850 ; that for ten years later
shows 6,609. The first Federal census for the city
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was taken in 1870, giving it a population of 600. AS
the War greatly retarded its prosperity it is reasonable
to believe that Ocala formerly had a much larger number of residents.
Populated by people of refinement and culture, and
having the advantage of being an educational center,
social life in this community was full of pleasure, in
these quiet years before the War, and held much of
the charm pictured by writers of ante-bellum days.
In worn scrapbooks we read of large gatherings and
tournaments which were a part of the festivities of the
times, attended by residents of all parts of Marion and
adjoining counties, ending in a ball in which the queen,
chosen by the successful contestant, was crowned.
Business houses faced the square, and from the
very beginning of the town what since has become one
of the best known hostelries in the state overlooked
the court house green. This is the Ocala House which
for nearly four score years has stood on this spot. It
was first known as the Harris House and was owned
by E. J. Harris, who was so prominently identified
with Ocala during his long residence here. The original frame building was replaced by a more substantial brick structure, and through its welcoming doorways have passed many a famous visitor, while within
its walls have occurred conferences of far-reaching
import.
Dr. Willis J. Spann who served Marion and nearby
counties was physician here between 1346 and 1849,
when be died at the age of thirty years. Other early
ones were Doctors Thomas P. Gary, Ze Butt, Moody,
Peck, Hurd, Wilson and Floyd. The last two named
were killed during the War. Robert Bullock, S. M. G.
Gary, St. George Rogers, E. M. L’Engle and S. D. McConnell were prominent lawyers of this period. 54
_______
54

James supplied by early newspapers and by old residents.
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Ocala has one of the oldest Masonic bodies in the
State, the charter for Marion Lodge No. 19, F. and
A. M. having been granted by the Grand Lodge at
Tallahassee on January 8th, 1849. Paul McCormick
was first master of this lodge, with Robert P. Robinson and Stephen Bryan as senior and junior wardens.
In the debates which preceded the outbreak of the
War for Southern. Independence Marion’s voice was
heard. Dr. Jas. B. Owens was chosen to speak at the
Democratic convention at Charleston, S. C. in 1860, 55
as representing slave-holding Southerners, and he, with
S. M. G. Gary and William McGahagin, 56 participated
in the Florida secession convention of 1861. Secession
is foreshadowed by the record found in the journal
of the Florida House of Representatives, session of
1860, of a mass meeting held at Ocala in November of
that year; the matter having been brought to the attention of the House by Dr. Daniel A. Vogt, who for
several terms was a representative from Marion
County:Saturday, December 1, 1860
Mr. Vogt presented the following proceedings of a. mass
meeting held at Ocala, 26th November, 1860:
At a Mass meeting of the citizens of Marion County, held
at Ocala, this 26th day of November, 1860, on motion, General
J. M. Commander was called to the Chair, and S. D. McConnell
and W. McCaslan, Esqrs., appointed Secretaries; whereupon
the following Preamble and Resolutions were unanimously
adopted:
55
Told by Hon. W. T. Gary. James B. Owens, Baptist
minister, was one of the most prominent of the plantation owners of Marion County, and took a lea-ding part in public affairs.
He was an orator of distinction and his eloquence and zeal in
behalf of the South gained for him a reputation far beyond
the confines of his county and state. Three of the noteworthy
pioneer families of Marion County, Martin, Owens, and Waldo
have a representative in Ocala today in the person of Mrs. Mary
Waldo Harriss.
56
William McGahagin, brother of Joshua L. McGahagin,
served the county as judge of probate between 1850 and 1852.
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WHEREAS, for many years a political party having existence only in the Northern States of this Union, notoriously
hostile to the Southern States, their institutions and dearest
interests, has been growing most surely and rapidly, gaining
finally, after a long course of determined unconstitutional aggression, the election which has recently taken place throughout the Union for Electors for President and Vice President
of the United States, has resulted in the triumph of this
party by a large majority, and in the virtual choice of the
sectional candidate of this party for President and Vice President, who have avowed their intentions to wage against these
Southern interests and institutions a war, “irrepressible, irreconcilable, and everlasting,” until their fatal purpose shall be
effected in the abolition of negro slavery in America. And
whereas, this Confederacy has ceased to answer the purposes
for which it was instituted, namely the promotion of the happiness and prosperity of the several states composing it, And
whereas, We recognize the right of each State to resume at
pleasure all the rights and sovereignty which were delegated
to the General Government for the purposes specified in the
Constitution of the United States. Therefore,
Be it resolved, That we, the citizens of Marion County,
ignoring all party names and past issues, do earnestly recommend the General Assembly of the State of Florida, now in
session, immediately to enact a law providing for the meeting at an early date of a Convention of Delegates from the
several counties of the State to take into consideration the
expediency of dissolving our connection with the Federal Union,
giving to the said convention plenary powers to effect such
dissolution and to do such other things, and to aid the General Assembly in providing such guarantees for our future
peace and security as may be demanded by the exigencies of
our situation.
Be it further resolved, That we do also recommend to the
said General Assembly,
1st. The enactment of such laws as may be necessary to
alleviate any unusual. embarrassments of the commercial interests of this State consequent upon the present political
emergency.
2nd. That an amount of money be immediately raised sufficient to arm the Militia of the State, that a committee be appointed to select and purchase such arms, and that they be deposited at some convenient place in each Brigade in charge
of Brigade armorers,
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3rd. That the Senators and Representatives of the State
of Florida in Congress be requested by resolution to resign
therefrom immediately.
4th. That no election be held for U. S. Senator to fill the
vacancy which will take place on the 4th of March next, by the
expiration of Mr. Yulee’s term.
5th. That the State of Florida make common cause with
each and every Southern State, that may secede from the
Union, and that any attempt by the United States Government
to coerce any seceding Southern State, be regarded as a declaration of war against this State, and that the Governor of
the State of Florida be requested forthwith to communicate this
resolution to the Governors of the several Southern States.
Be it further resolved, That Gen. J. M. Commander be
specially delegated to furnish the Senator and Representatives
of Marion County in the General Assembly with a copy of these
resolutions, and that they be requested to lay the same before
their respective Houses.
J. M. COMMANDER, Ch’n.
S. D. McConnell,
W. McCaslan,
Secretaries.
Which was read.

The first company organized in Marion County
to the conflict under Capt. W. L. Fletcher. Other
commands were in charge of W. A. Owens, Robert Bullock, S. M. G. Gary, Jacob Eichelberger, Wade Eichelberger, J. L. McGahagin, J. W. Pearson, John Hopkins, J. M. Martin, E. D. Howse, and Capt. Rou.
These companies were soon absorbed into regiments,
and in many instances, commands were changed. A
cavalry company organized by W. A. Owens was taken
over by Capt. Wm. Chambers, and Capt. Owens remained as head of one of the companies kept as home
guard. S. D. McConnell, who went as a lieutenant, was
shortly after placed in charge of a company of infanwent

57
Names given by W. E. McGahagin and John Pasteur, Confederate veterans.
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One of the best known companies from Florida was
the Marion Light Artillery, first led by Capt. John
Marshall Martin, 58 of Ocala, who, after having been
wounded in action, retired and became a member of
the Confederate Congress. Later, with the rank. of
colonel, he returned to active service and remained
with the troops until the close of the War. The colors
carried by this company were made by the women of
Orange Lake (a few miles north of Ocala), the material for the silken flag was a crimson shawl, and the
rings-and ferrule were molded from their silver trinkets. Presentation of the colors was made April 8th,
1862, through James R. Owens. 59
A similar occurrence 60 was the presentation of colors to the Ocala Guards by Jeffersonia Crutchfield, and
they were accepted. by Edward N. Badger, a fighter
of the Indian wars, who later became lieutenant-colonel of the 4th Florida Regiment.
J. J. Dickison left Ocala as 1st lieutenant in the
Marion Light Artillery, but was soon given the rank
of captain and placed in charge of companies having
58
John Marshall Martin was born at Beaufort, S. C. 1832,
and after graduating in his twentieth year, came to Marion
County and was a successful planter until the War. Entering
service as captain of the Martin’s Artillery he served until
1862, when he was elected to fill the unexpired term of Judge
Dawkins in the Confederate Congress. He served the term
out but declined re-election, believing that older men should be
sent to Congress and the vounger to the field. He returned
to the service as colonel of the - 9th Fla. regiment and served
until the close of the War; after which he returned to Ocala,
and was the last surviving member of the Confederate Congress. Col. Martin died Aug. l0th, 1921, at the age of 89.
John Marshall Martin and James B. Owens were grandparents
of Governor John W. Martin. Two members of Martin’s Light
Artillery are still living-Robert A. Carleton, of Ocala, and
George Pasteur, of Anthony.
59
Dickison and His Men, by Mary Elizabeth Dickison, p. 25.
60
This incident related by Mrs. Otis T. Green of Ocala.
Mrs. Green is a daughter of Col. E. N. Badger, who was born
in Charleston, S. C. in 1841, came to Marion Co. when a boy,
and later served with distinction in the Indian and civil wars.
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special duty within the State. Dickison was looked
upon as the protector of central and eastern Florida
and when efforts, inspired by his bravery and remarkable accomplishments, were made to obtain promotion
for him he refused to leave the work which he had
undertaken. But in recognition of it he was given
the rank of colonel at the close of the conflict.
An interesting incident which occurred just before the end of the war was the assistance given by
Capt. Dickison to John C. Breckinridge, Confederate
secretary of war, who took flight southward in an endeavor to join the trans-Mississippi armies which had
not yet surrendered. Breckinridge, having arrived
at Gainesville, appealed to Dickison for aid and was
taken to the home of Samuel Owens, near Ocala, for
the night, while Dickison dispatched men to Palatka
to obtain a life boat (from the Federal gun-boat Colombine captured in the St. Johns river). The following day, while his small boat was being brought to
the point where the Ocklawaha flows into the St.
Johns, Dickison accompanied Breckinridge and his
escort to Silver Springs where the latter embarked,
via Silver River and the Ocklawaha, to meet the men
bringing the life boat in which they continued their
journey. After a hazardous voyage they safely reached
Cuba. 61 Judah P. Benjamin, Confederate secretary of
state, joined Breckinridge in his flight and took refuge over night in the Bullock home in Ocala.
All Florida is proud to honor the name of Robert
Bullock, of Ocala, whose notable achievements during
the War earned for him the rank of brigadier-general.
His memory is to be perpetuated on Stone Mountain,
for he is one of those generals of this state whose likenesses are to be engraved on that memorial.
61

Dickison and His Men.
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While little actual fighting occurred near Ocala,
the war took all its able-bodied men, and those who
lived to return found their plantations overgrown and
on every hand evidences of neglect and decay. Lacking help in their fields, the task of beginning anew
was one to awe the most courageous. For several years
the town was under carpet-bag and negro rule, and
for a time was garrisoned by negro troops under Captain Brower. An office of the Freedmen’s Bureau
was opened. here, and whites and negroes alike were
arrested for petty offenses. Negroes were often punished by cruel methods, frequently hanging by the
thumbs. Conditions were chaotic and courts all but
abandoned. Marion County was once represented by
negroes in both branches of the state legislature, and
negroes served in various other public offices. 62
In 1866 the East Florida Seminary was moved to
Gainesville, and the community seemed handicapped
by almost insurmountable difficulties. A heartening
event in the midst of many discouragements was the
establishment of wire communication between Ocala
and Gainesville by the International Telegraph Company, an account of which is found in the St. Augustine Examiner, of June 1st, 1867:
By the correspondence which we publish, says the Gainesville Era, it will be observed that the cable reached Ocala on
Monday last, the 13th inst. We learn that a large number of
employees are regularly engaged in prosecuting this important
enterprise to completion.
By the 13th day of next month, we doubt not communication by telegraph will be had between this point and Havana.
Messages were exchanged between the mayors of the two
cities, the first sent over the newly erected cable:
62
Told by McGahagin and other residents. W. A. Chandler,
a negro, was senator from this district; Scipio Jasper and
Samuel Small were colored representatives from Marion County.
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Ocala, May 13th, 1867.
Col. Spencer, Mayor of Gainesville:
Ocala sends her first greetings to Gainesville, and will be
the last to sever the bond of union.
S. M. G. Gary, Intendant.
Gainesville, May 13, 1867.
Col. Gary, Mayor of Ocala:
Gainesville accepts your cordial greeting, hoping the
union by the wire will soon be strengthened by the rail: and
as our towns are mutually proud of our beautiful ladies and
commendable gentlemen, may the union of the sexes make a
threefold cord, which cannot be broken.
S. Spencer,
Intendant-Elect.

It appears that S. M. G. Gary was one of the earliest, if not the first “intendant” of Ocala. During
reconstruction days following the War there was no
stable city government and there exists no authentic
record of those who served as mayor during those perplexing and troublous years. The first name in the records of the city clerk as mayor is that of Dr. Thomas
P. Gary, brother of S. M. G. Gary, who began the first
of many terms in this capacity in 1877.
In 1868 Ocala was incorporated 63 and its people,
zealously laboring to overcome the loss and stagnation brought about by war, were rewarded a score of
years later by a flourishing city which was the gathering place of several conventions of national importance, and was again foremost among the cities of central Florida.
ELOISE ROBINSON OTT.
63

From records at city hall, Ocala.
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